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LAURA W. PERNA, University of Maryland
Retaining African Americans in Higher Education
is a timely and novel approach to a critical topic. Edited by Lee Jones,
associate dean for academic affairs and instruction in the College of Ed-
ucation and associate professor in Educational Leadership at Florida
State University, the volume contains 14 chapters, a preface, a conclu-
sion, and two personal reflections that describe issues related to the re-
tention of African American students, administrators, and faculty at pre-
dominantly white colleges and universities. “Written about African
Americans, by African Americans” (p. xii), this book is recommended
by a white woman for higher education administrators, faculty, re-
searchers, and policymakers of all racial and ethnic groups.
The perspectives included in this volume offer insights that may be
particularly helpful for guiding practice and research in this post-affir-
mative action era. The recent legal and political attacks on affirmative
action in college admissions, most notably Proposition 209 in California
and Hopwood vs. Texas (1996), provide one stimulus for rethinking tra-
ditional approaches to the retention of African Americans. Although dis-
cussions of the legal issues pertaining to affirmative action are quickly
dated, given continuing developments in this area, Eugene L. Anderson,
doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational Policy Studies at
the University of Virginia, provides a succinct review of the legal history
through July 2000.
Original thinking on this topic is also needed because, despite numer-
ous suggestions for closing the gap, retention in higher education con-
tinues to be lower for African Americans than for whites. Those who
care about the retention of African Americans in higher education need
to carefully consider the most appropriate ways to communicate this
persisting problem. One of the primary weaknesses of this volume is
that the continued underrepresentation of African Americans among 
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students, administrators, and faculty is not well documented. Although
Anderson and other authors, including Jason DeSousa, vice president
for student affairs at Savannah State University, provide useful contex-
tual descriptions of the legal and political issues limiting the retention of
African Americans, and others (e.g., Branch; DeSousa) mention the ed-
ucational benefits of diversity, the volume lacks a clear description of
the extent to which the retention of African Americans in higher educa-
tion is a problem that warrants the allocation of scarce time, money, and
other resources. Some of the authors do provide some data on the repre-
sentation of African Americans among students, administrators, and fac-
ulty, but the presentation is often limited in several ways. Specifically,
some of the data are dated, while other data are difficult to interpret,
given the absence of a reference point (e.g., the representation of African
Americans in the population). Although trend analyses can be a useful
tool, many of the trends included in this book are limited by focusing on
changes over only a one- or two-year period, describing changes for all
minorities aggregated together, or failing to acknowledge possible rea-
sons underlying the observed differences across groups (e.g., differential
rates of growth in the population of different racial and ethnic groups).
Among the best sources of data, some of which are cited but not fully
utilized by authors in the volume, are the American Council on Educa-
tion’s Annual Status Report on the Status of Minorities in Higher Edu-
cation (Wilds, 2000), the Frederick D. Patterson’s African American Ed-
ucation Data Book (Nettles & Perna, 1997), and the National Center for
Educational Statistics (2001) Digest of Education Statistics.
Despite this limitation, the book makes several important contribu-
tions to our understanding of the issues related to the retention of
African Americans in higher education. Although the title implies a nar-
row focus on “retention,” most of the 16 authors appropriately recognize
that retention is a process that involves transitions between different po-
sitions and statuses. Noting that retaining African American students
first requires enrollment, Anderson provides a clear description of such
alternative approaches to affirmative action in the college admissions
process as the x-percent plans in California, Florida, and Texas and
speculates about the effects of these plans on the racial/ethnic diversity
of student enrollments at institutions within each state. Paul E. Green,
assistant professor of Urban Politics, Policy, and the Law at the Univer-
sity of California, calls for greater attention to the institutional and
structural barriers that have limited college access including segregation
into lower quality elementary and secondary schools, increased empha-
sis on standardized test scores in the college admissions process,
changes in federal financial aid, and growth in college tuition. With 
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regard to administrators, J. W. Wiley, director of the Center for Diver-
sity, Pluralism, and Inclusion at the State University of New York-Platts-
burgh and adjunct professor of philosophy, notes the importance of the
recruitment process and encourages African Americans to ask questions 
regarding support staff, “budget realities,” office location, equipment,
support for personal development, travel opportunities, and the manage-
ment style of superiors prior to accepting an administrative position,
arguing that the answers to these questions may signal the probability of
subsequent job success and satisfaction. André J. Branch, assistant pro-
fessor in the School of Teacher Education at San Diego State University,
argues that retaining African American faculty is contingent, in part, on
the successful recruitment and retention of African American graduate
students, asserting that African American graduate students provide
African American faculty with a likely source of research assistance, af-
firm the work of African American faculty, and enable African American
faculty to realize the satisfaction associated with mentoring African
American graduate students. Offering a basic description of the levels of
review during the tenure process, Lemuel W. Watson, associate profes-
sor of higher education, claims that African Americans should be men-
tored about tenure requirements during graduate school and that plan-
ning for tenure and promotion processes should begin when the
doctorate is received.
Another strength of this work is that, consistent with Jones’ stated
goals, most authors conclude their essays with practical recommenda-
tions for improving the retention of African Americans. Taken together,
these recommendations offer a comprehensive assessment of the issues
influencing the retention of African American students, faculty, and ad-
ministrators. With regard to students, Jones suggests strategies for fos-
tering an inclusive climate, providing academic and social support, and
helping students to obtain adequate financial aid. Among other recom-
mendations, James L. Moore III, assistant professor in counselor educa-
tion at the University of South Carolina, encourages parents and families
to set high educational expectations for their child, continuously support
and encourage their child while enrolled in college, and become in-
volved in their child’s college experiences. He also recommends that ad-
ministrators and faculty work to involve parents and families in reten-
tion and other academic programs. In one of the few chapters describing
original empirical research, Jerlando F. L. Jackson, visiting assistant
professor of higher and postsecondary education at the University of
Wisconsin at Madison, proposes various strategies for increasing the re-
tention of African American administrators at predominantly white col-
leges and universities, such as ensuring equity in wages and salaries, of-
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fering an orientation program to the institution and community, develop-
ing a mentoring program, encouraging constructive feedback, and pro-
moting professional and career development. Stressing the value of es-
tablishing a community of social support, Raphael M. Guillory, doctoral
student in higher education administration at Washington State Univer-
sity, offers such strategies to African American administrators as devel-
oping expertise beyond the minimum job requirements, forming coali-
tions with key individuals within the institution, and enhancing
credibility by earning advanced degrees. Branch suggests that improv-
ing the retention of African American faculty requires achieving a criti-
cal mass of African American faculty, providing institutional support
through orientation, mentoring, protection of workload and support for
an African American research agenda, and aggressively recruiting
African American graduate students. Watson recommends that African
American faculty should develop a plan for achieving tenure, learn to re-
ject assignments that are not consistent with that plan, and take advan-
tage of opportunities to socialize with faculty colleagues.
While the suggested strategies provide a useful starting point for
those who are interested in working to improve the retention of African
Americans, the authors generally present little evidence demonstrating
the effectiveness of the proposed strategies. Therefore, the recom-
mended strategies should not only be offered for consideration to practi-
tioners but also be used to guide future research on the retention of
African American students, administrators, and faculty. More research is
required to systematically examine the effects of the recommended
strategies in general, as well as variations in the effects across different
groups (e.g., African American men and women, undergraduate and
graduate students) and at different types of institutions (e.g., historically
black and predominantly white institutions, research universities, and
community colleges), differences that, although alluded to by some au-
thors, are generally not addressed.
This volume raises other important issues for those who are interested
in improving the retention of African Americans at our nation’s higher
education institutions. One issue is the extent to which retention strate-
gies should focus broadly on students, administrators, and faculty re-
gardless of race or ethnicity or should target African Americans specifi-
cally. Some authors (e.g., Jones, Jackson) note that many factors that
influence institutional access and success for African Americans also
apply to individuals of other racial and ethnic groups. Others (e.g.,
Branch) speculate that, while some challenges may not be experienced
exclusively by African Americans, barriers to retention are generally
greater for African Americans than for whites. Most authors note that
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many African Americans must also cope with such obstacles as racism,
hostility, prejudice, discrimination, “chilly” climate, institutional bias,
negative stereotypes, self-doubt, alienation, isolation, cultural insensi-
tivity, and glass-ceiling effects. Additionally, African American adminis-
trators and faculty must also contend with heavier workloads resulting
from demands to mentor African American students and faculty and
serve on greater numbers of committees. The general failure of tradi-
tional approaches to increasing the retention of African American stu-
dents, administrators, and faculty strongly suggests that it is time to
move beyond strategies that focus on the characteristics of African
Americans toward strategies that improve the institutional climate of
predominantly white institutions for African Americans.
A related but more controversial issue pertains to the centrality of race
in the research conducted by African American faculty. One way in
which Jones successfully achieves his stated goal “to open dialogue by
challenging traditional paradigms for retaining African American stu-
dents, administrators, and faculty at predominantly white colleges and
universities” (p. xi) is by including various viewpoints on this issue. For
example, while acknowledging the need to bring new perspectives to
teaching, research, and administration in higher education institutions,
Watson asserts that African American faculty need to “conduct research
that is respected by peers” (p. 242) in order to achieve tenure and pro-
motion. In contrast, while noting that African American faculty may be
reluctant to engage in research that incorporates black agency or black
voice in part because of a perception that such research is devalued, Der-
rick P. Aldridge, assistant professor in the Department of Social Founda-
tions of Education at the University of Georgia, contends that African
American faculty need “to redefine and refine the study of black people,
take a lead in the methodological and theoretical construction of such re-
search, and let their voices and experiences as black people be heard in
their research” (p. 196). In a creative essay that uses Bebop as a vehicle
for describing the challenges faced by African American scholars,
Shuaib Meachan, assistant professor of literacy instruction in the School
of Education at the University of Delaware, argues that African Ameri-
can researchers should define their intellectual purpose, mission, and
legacy, strive to incorporate a variety of interpretations and ideas, and,
while recognizing that academic rewards emphasize individual accom-
plishment, also establish intellectual and social connections with the
African American community. Drawing on the work of W. E. B. DeBois,
Leon D. Caldwell, assistant professor of educational psychology at the
University of Nebraska at Lincoln, and James B. Stewart, professor of
labor studies and industrial relations and African and African-American
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Studies at Pennsylvania State University, argue that retention requires
African American faculty to progress through a developmental process
of “psychic liberation,” moving from a focus on satisfying promotion
and tenure requirements and being minimally involved with the African
American community to reevaluating institutional allegiances and prior-
ities, to becoming much more involved in African American profes-
sional and cultural activities, and to mentoring to produce other “liber-
ated” African Americans. Adopting retention strategies that focus on
improving the institutional climate, in general, and foster a more sup-
portive environment for African Americans, in particular, is likely to
minimize the extent to which the centrality of race in the research of
African American faculty is an issue.
Some readers will be disappointed that this book does not include a
chapter that directly builds on one of the book’s greatest strengths,
namely viewing the retention of African Americans as a topic that per-
tains not only to students and faculty, but also to administrators—a
group for which very little empirical research has been conducted. Jones
concludes the volume with a “five-year multicultural student retention
plan,” a plan that includes virtually no attention to issues related to the
retention of African American administrators and faculty. Although
some readers will find his clear statement of goals and strategies, as well
as his outline of a reorganized office of multicultural student services, to
be helpful, others will be frustrated that the only reference in the plan to
faculty or administrators is to increase the number of faculty of color.
This is certainly a worthwhile goal, given Branch’s claims that increas-
ing the number of African American faculty will strengthen the support
available for African American students and that achieving a critical
mass of African American faculty will improve the retention of African
American faculty. Nonetheless, the recommended plan fails to incorpo-
rate other suggestions in the volume. For example, as observed by
Branch and Watson, increasing the retention of faculty of color is a com-
plex process that requires attention to such issues as mentoring during
graduate school and as new faculty, protecting workloads, and achieving
tenure. Attention to the retention of African American administrators
would seem to be a vital component of any comprehensive institutional
retention plan, given Jackson’s assertion that the racial diversity of an
institution’s administrators provides a signal to students of the institu-
tion’s commitment to diversity, Guillory’s claim that administrators are
the true source of power within an institution, and Wiley’s contention
that the issues related to the retention of African American administra-
tors are not necessarily the same as the issues related to the retention of
African American students and faculty.
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The most critical issue arising from a review of the essays in this vol-
ume is the extent to which we, as higher education professionals, not
only acknowledge that there is a “crisis” in American higher education
with regard to the status of African Americans, as Green argues, as well
as with regard to the identity, purpose, and impact of African Americans,
as Meacham argues, but also are committed to acting to create and main-
tain colleges and universities that are racially and ethnically diverse at
all levels—student, administration, and faculty. Summarizing research
showing that African American faculty perceive a lack of support, dis-
crimination, and isolation as well as research showing institutional resis-
tance to efforts to recruit and retain African American faculty, Branch
concludes that trustees, administrators, and faculty at our nation’s pre-
dominantly white higher education institutions may not want to recruit
and retain African American faculty. The continued underrepresentation
of African Americans among students, administrators, and faculty
strongly suggests the need to move beyond approaches that focus on the
characteristics of African Americans to strategies that address the under-
lying issue, namely an institutional climate that is often characterized by
racism, prejudice, and discrimination.
Jones and colleagues strongly encourage us to act to improve the re-
tention of African Americans. Those who are interested in responding to
the authors’ call to improve the campus climate may find it helpful to
build on the useful description of relevant issues provided by Jones and
colleagues by referring to the emerging body of research on this topic.
Recent research not only documents the negative effects of prejudice
and discrimination on retention and other college-outcomes for African
Americans as well as for whites (e.g., Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pas-
carella, & Hagedorn, 1999) but also offers a framework for understand-
ing and improving the campus climate. Observing that “probably no
area of campus life has been so devoid of policy initiatives as the racial
climate at individual institutions” (p. 279), Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-
Pederson, and Allen (1998) proposed a framework that focuses on four
interrelated aspects of the institutional context: the historical legacy re-
garding racial/ethnic integration, structural diversity or the representa-
tion of individuals of color on campus, the psychological climate or per-
ceptions of group relations and racial discrimination, and behavioral
aspects including interactions across racial/ethnic groups.
Clearly words that acknowledge the existence of an unsupportive cli-
mate must be accompanied by actions that reflect a commitment to
equal educational opportunity at all levels of an institution and that pro-
duce an institutional academic and social climate that is inclusive, em-
bracing the diversity of cultural norms, values, and perspectives. Al-
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though creating an institutional climate where all African Americans
can, in Branch’s words, be “full contributing, power-sharing members”
is obviously not easily or quickly achieved, this book provides a useful
starting point to guide both practice and research on this critical issue—
the retention of African American students, faculty, and administrators
at our nation’s predominantly white colleges and universities.
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